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May 27, 1987
UM'S DEWAYNE WILLIAMS:

INNOVATOR EXTRAORDINAIRE

By Carol Susan Woodruff
UM News and Publications
In DeWayne Williams' office, shelves are cluttered with
photography books, magazines and the skulls of grizzlies, wild
boars, coyotes and mountain lions.

A large wooden model of a

dinosaur gazes upon drafting tools, camera lenses, animal skins
draped gracefully over an enlarger, and old metal file cabinets
bulging with the dreams and schemes of a lifetime.
Williams, 43, a graphic artist in the University of
Montana's zoology department since 1980, says his first love is
photography.

His photos have been exhibited in 18 states; he

keeps a running count with pushpins and a large wall map of the
United States.

More than anything, he'd like to be the most

widely collected photographer in history.
But a visit with Williams and a glance through his
biographical information —
a heavy grocery bag —

which he enthusiastically presents in

show him to be a man of many other

interests as well.
Besides fulfilling his zoology department duties and
creating fine-art photos, he's a wildlife painter, scientific
illustrator and taxidermist.

For the past 20 years, h e ’s also

collected items for a museum he hopes to build along the North

more
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Fork of the Salmon River.
Not surprisingly, his heroes are the prolific geniuses
Leonardo da Vinci and Ludwig van Beethoven.

And he suspects he

may have inherited his ability to teach himself many skills from
another self-taught man -- long-ago President John Quincy Adams,
to whom Williams believes he's related.
"Sometimes my friends find it difficult to believe I'm for
real," Williams says of his knack for coming up with an endless
stream of ideas for a wide range of projects.

As if to

illustrate his point, he interrupts his explanation of a
photographic process to explore the possibility of tactile-art
exhibits for blind people —

an idea that's just come to him.

In addition to his friends, Esquire magazine has found it
hard to believe Williams is for real.

The publication gave him a

Dubious Achievement Award for 1967 for spending $51 on a frozen
carcass of a pygmy elephant and stuffing it into his freezer.
Williams' departmental duties include preparing slides,
displays, photos and illustrations for classes and publications
and helping faculty, staff and graduate students produce graphs
of their data.

Most recently, he created a display of the shells

of poisonous cone snails he's gathered from around the world.
Another responsibility is maintaining a colony of 10,000
beetles -- which he calls his pride and joy -- that are used to
remove the flesh from skulls headed for the department's
vertebrate museum.

The beetles also came in handy in baring the
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skull and other bones of "Debbie Deer Creek," a murder victim
found several years ago near Missoula, whom police hoped to
identify with Williams' help.
A former employee of the famous photographer Wynn Bullock,
Williams periodically teaches photography on and off campus and
uses an 8-by-10-inch Deardorff view camera to create the black
and white photos he enters in shows and competitions in the
United States and abroad.
"My photos are really cleaning up in art competitions these
days," he says, explaining that i t ’s rare for photographers to
enter their work in traditional art competitions.
Many of his current photos are "correlative composites"
made from sections of 8-by-10-, 5-by-7- and 4-by-5-inch
negatives.

The photos, which treat themes from race relations to

war, allow him to compress time into a single print with no loss
of continuity.
For example, in his multi-award-winning "Transition II" -- a
photo addressing racism —

the central image is of a black man's

hand resting on a white woman's bare stomach.

By contrast, the

outer portion of the photo shows the woman's hand on the man's
back.

Separating these two images is an angular black and white

design Williams painted on mylar and printed.
likes to take risks and make bold statements with
his photos.

He says, "I find you can sleep easy at night if you

show how you feel, whether it sells or not."
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As it happens, selling his photos isn't always Williams’
aim.

He's given two to patron of the arts Jack Nicholson and

another to fellow photographer Susan Ford, daughter of former
President Gerald Ford.

He plans to give photos to Robert Redford

and Steve Martin, too, other generous supporters of the arts.

He

reveals that the addresses of such people are readily available
in "The Address Book:

How to Reach Anyone Who's Anyone."

Although Williams specializes in fine-art photography, not
all his photos are this kind.

For example, a defense attorney

once enlisted his services to help solve a criminal case.
Ironically, Williams' photos of fingerprints proved the lawyer's
client guilty of forgery.
Williams, who has grants to produce a book of photos called
"Remnants of the American West," is also developing a four
dimensional, mixed-media sculpture he calls a visualization of
sound.

Using terminology that's second nature to a man who's

studied marine science, math, chemistry and physics, he describes
combining an objective picture of sound created with fiber
optics, with his visual impressions of various objects and the
sounds they make.
Williams also finds time to illustrate textbooks like the
Boone and Crockett Club’s "Measuring and Scoring North American
Big Game Trophies."

Doing drawings for that book came easily to

Williams, a record-class mule deer hunter who periodically
discusses those animals on local radio shows.
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Williams has steadily pursued most of his interests since
age 12.
adult.

But one of them -- painting -- he rediscovered as an
He'd avoided it for years, stinging from the criticism of

a seventh-grade art teacher who'd disapproved of his realistic
style.
Then, at age 30, Williams took up painting again, his first
effort an entry in Nevada's duck stamp competition.

Working in

oil or watercolor, he does commissioned wildlife paintings
that will help pay for his planned Museum of Dangerous Plants,
Animals and Minerals.
A 40-foot-long building in his back yard houses the items
he's gathered so far for the museum, including a 7 1/2-foot-tall
bear tied for the world's third-largest grizzly, a full shoulder
mount of a rhinoceros, sharks, rattlesnakes, Asian vipers, coral
snakes, nightshade, death camas, asbestos and arsenic.
"I'm always on the alert for things that have killed a lot
of people," he says.
After detailing the remarkable number of activities he's
involved in, Williams concedes that people often accuse him of
lacking focus.

He shrugs off criticism of his roving

imagination, saying that learning everything he can about the
things that interest him helps his art.
"The more a person knows, the more he can put into his art,"
he says, adding that "a true artist is going to put his stamp on
whatever he does."
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